On the 3 September, British Columbia's new mandatory bicycle helmet law came into effect. All cyclists on public roads and highways are now required to wear a bicycle helmet that meets one of the following standards CAN/
The implementation of this law largely reflects the unremitting efforts of Glenna Ayerst, Director of the National Bicycle Safety Foundation, but as Glenna says, 'the new law is just the start'. The law has been introduced to reduce the incidence of head injuries from cycling and a news release from British Columbia's Ministry of Transportation and Highways quotes studies which have shown that helmets reduce the risk ofhead injuries by 85% and brain injury by 88%. But how effective is the law really likely to be? Arguably, BC's mandatory bicycle helmet law alone will not result in such a dramatic reduction in head injuries.
Experience in other jurisdictions has shown that legislation is an effective way of rapidly increasing helmet wearing rates. For the law requiring their use to be effective, however, bicycle helmets must be fitted and worn properly. A casual view of the riding population suggests helmets are often incorrectly worn, off the forehead and loosely secured. Locally, finding a good fitting helmet is often difficult, especially for a child, and the retention straps are often difficult to adjust.
There is considerable real-world crash data which confirms the reduced risk and exposure to head injuries from wearing a helmet. However aside from helmet fit, there is a limit to the protective capabilities of a properly worn bicycle helmet certified to a recognised standard.
Modern bicycle helmets comprise two essential features: * An energy absorbing liner which through its own destruction reduces the violent movement and distortion of the brain and skull. * A retention system in the form of adjus- Laboratory tests and field experience suggest that the dynamic strength of bicycle helmet straps and buckles is adequate. The stability of the fitted helmet, however, depends largely on the proper adjustment of the retention system by the cyclist. There is no test to assess the ease with which the straps may be correctly adjusted. There is no guarantee that the rider will wear the helmet properly. In local cycling traffic, helmet fit is often poor and large parts of the cyclist's head are often exposed.
Finally, bicycle helmet standards are based on adult anthropometry and head protection criteria. It is unlikely that scaled down versions of adult bicycle helmets will provide the best protection to the growing child. A recently introduced amendment to the Canadian cycling helmet standard includes lower peak acceleration limits for helmets designed for Pedder children under 5 years, in an attempt to better protect the more compliant nature of the heads of very young children. There is also some concern regarding the fit and stability of children's helmets which have been tested on headforms based on adult anthropometry. Growth of the skull (and changes to head shape) takes place for about seven years after birth. Headforms based on child head shapes are important to promote helmet design of good fit and stability for infants and toddlers.
For all these concerns, it should be noted that field studies show that bicycle helmets are most effective in reducing the likelihood of head injuries and helmets remain the single most effective protective system available to cyclists. But bicycle helmets can and should be improved to provide better protection to all cyclists. And one effective way of doing this is to upgrade the performance requirements of helmet standards and for mandatory helmet wearing legislation to reference only those standards which promote better helmet designs for the entire cycling population.
DISSENT
Bicycle helmets reduce head injuries and should be worn by all
Peter Vulcan, John Lane
Cycling is a pleasant, healthy pastime and a low cost means of transport. Apart from the drawback of being exposed to all kinds of weather, the main disadvantage of bicycling is that in a crash, cyclists often suffer injuries, the most severe of which is usually a head injury. Bicycle helmets have provided the means to prevent many of these head injuries and the challenge facing public health and transport officials around the world is to promote and ultimately, mandate their use. Much progress has been made in the six years since bicycle helmet wearing became mandatory in the State of Victoria, and helmet wearing is now required in all Australian states and in many jurisdictions throughout the world. British Columbia is to be commended for having the courage to take this important step in protecting its cyclists. However, although global data are not readily available, there are probably several million cyclists throughout the world in countries with varying levels of motorization, who are not wearing a helmet. This means that several tens of thousands of cyclists sustain head injuries in crashes each year. 
